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ABSTRACT

This study draws upon King’s [1991. “Dysconscious Racism: Ideology,
Identity, and the Miseducation of Teachers.” Journal of Negro Education
60 (2): 133–146] concept of dysconscious racism, extrapolating from it
the analogous conceptual device of dysconscious ableism. We report
upon data drawn from an inquiry at a US university-based teacher
preparation programme, wherein we analyse our teacher education
candidates’ writing through the conceptual lens of dysconscious
ableism, to better understand their conceptualisations of dis/ability, and
their understanding of existing examples of educational segregation
based upon those conceptualisations. We make an argument for the
necessity of engaging in studies of ableism in teacher education
generally, and also for the usefulness of using the specific conceptual
device of dysconscious ableism as a central tool of social justice
pedagogy in teacher education.
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There is a long, well-documented (if somewhat uninspiring) history of academic literature in teacher
preparation that explores teacher attitudes toward disability in general or toward disabled students in
particular, or alternately, toward special education and/or inclusive education (i.e. where disabled
students are most appropriately educated) (e.g. Schumm et al. 1994; Forlin 1995; Cook et al.
2000; Avramidis and Norwich 2002; De Boer, Pijl, and Minnaert 2011; McCray and McHatton
2011; Swain, Nordness, and Leader-Janssen 2012; Taylor and Ringlaben 2012; Castello and Boyle
2013; Woodcock 2013; Killoran, Woronko, and Zaretsky 2014). While in many regards a detailed
and comprehensive literature base, we find this study of ‘attitudes’ in the traditional psychological
sense to be conceptually inadequate to meaningfully explore or to explain (let alone to disrupt)
the persistence of systematically inequitable relations of power between disabled and nondisabled
people in education and in broader societal contexts. Thus, in this study as in so much other
work in critical disability studies, we turn our attention away from the academic heritage of study
as it relates to teacher education and disability, per se, and turn it, rather, toward the more generative,
more mature, and we would argue, more promising (for the goal of radical cultural transformation)
literatures of social justice teaching in general, and critical race theory, in particular.
In 1991, in the Journal of Negro Education, Joyce King published a seminal essay entitled ‘Dysconscious Racism: Ideology, Identity, and the Miseducation of Teachers’. In this essay, King
advances a thesis for addressing through teacher education what she terms ‘dysconscious racism’
(133), defined as ‘the limited and distorted understandings’ (134) that her students, who are preservice teacher candidates, have about the nature of societal inequities grounded in race and racialized
identities and experiences, distortions that ‘make it difficult for them to act in favor of truly equitable
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education’ (134). King further explicates her definition by contending that dysconsciousness in general is ‘an uncritical habit of mind (including perceptions, attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs) that
justifies inequity and exploitation by accepting the existing order of things as given’, (135), and
that dysconscious racism, in particular, is ‘a form of racism that tacitly accepts dominant White
norms and privileges. It is not the absence of consciousness (that is, not unconsciousness) but an
impaired consciousness or distorted way of thinking about race’ (135, emphases in original). King
later expounded upon these ideas in an interview with Brandon (2006), noting that dysconsciousness
is both created by and supports mainstream ideology. She further describes it as ‘a normative way of
thinking and naming experience’ that is ‘learned through most educational experiences’ and whose
effects ‘often times enable racism, sexism, and classism to persist’ (207).
Interestingly, King (1991) noted in a footnote at the time of her original writing that it ‘should be
noted that dysconsciousness need not be limited to racism but can apply to justifications of other
forms of exploitation such as sexism or even neocolonialism – issues that are beyond the scope of
the present analysis’ (135). Indeed, over the past two decades, this conceptual work has proven to
be generative in the fields of critical race theory, whiteness studies, feminist theories, critical pedagogy, curriculum theory, critical multiculturalism, and teacher education. King’s essay has been
reprinted in book anthologies (e.g. King 1993), and according to Google Scholar, as of the time of
this writing has been cited no fewer than 900 times in other peer-reviewed essays and research
studies. And while her conceptualisation of dysconscious racism has been taken up and expanded
upon in analyses of other, often intersecting forms of exploitation, such as sexism and neocolonialism, as she suggests, the vast majority of these 900 citations that refer to and expand upon King’s
work take up her notion of dysconsciousness in specific relation to unequal and exploitative relations
of gender, of race, and of social class, not unequal or exploitative relations of dis/ability.1
We concur with Florian (2009) that ‘the judgments teachers make about students’ ability to learn,
clearly limits what is possible for students to achieve’ (534). To that end, we are interested here in
expanding King’s analysis of dysconsciousness further to explore the extrapolated heuristic device
of ‘dysconscious ableism’, thereby explicating the ‘limited and distorted understandings’ (King
1991, 134) that our own students (who are graduate students seeking certification as teachers of students with disabilities [TSD]) have about the nature of inequity related to dis/ability, distortions that
also ‘make it difficult for them to act in favor of truly equitable education’ (134). Further, in agreement with King, we argue that these limitations and distortions of most teachers’ consciousness of
the existence of – let alone the workings of – ableist oppression make it difficult for them to create
and enact equitable, liberatory, and just educational practices for all students. We may thus describe
dysconscious ableism as an impaired or distorted way of thinking about dis/ability (particularly
when compared to criticalist conceptualisations of dis/ability), one that tacitly accepts dominant
ableist norms and privileges. Howard (2006) cogently noted in his seminal text in the field of critical
multiculturalism, ‘We can’t teach what we don’t know.’ We posit here that dysconscious ableism is a
form of ableism that tacitly accepts and reproduces what Campbell (2009) refers to as the two core
elements of ableism’s regime: ‘the notion of the normative (and normate individual) and the enforcement of a constitutional divide’ (6) between abled and disabled identities.

Methodology
This study is conducted in the methodological tradition of qualitative inquiry in education (Bogdan
and Biklen 2007), and as such, seeks to describe, interpret, and understand particular facets of our
own experience as teacher educators working from within a critical disability studies in education
(DSE) perspective. This inquiry is based on a stance that the perspectives offered in DSE can and
should inform social justice pedagogies in both P-12 and teacher education contexts. The context
of this inquiry is a graduate course in a US school of education that is informed by critical DSE perspectives as well as other critical perspectives on education (such as critical race theory), and that
employs strategies of experiential learning and social justice pedagogies. This analysis is situated

896

A. BRODERICK AND P. LALVANI

within a broader exploration of the implications of anti-ableist teaching for social justice pedagogy
and in teacher education. In an attempt to better understand both our own students and our own
teacher education pedagogies, we posed two central questions for this inquiry:
(1) What kinds of understandings do our graduate students have about the concept of dis/ability,
and what ways do they have for making sense of existing educational segregation on the
basis of dis/ability?
(2) In what ways, if any, might those understandings shift over time while engaged in a graduate
course explicitly exploring the sociocultural foundations of dis/ability (as described below)?

Participants, course context, and design of the study
The participants are 50 graduate students who were enrolled in two different sections, taught by the
authors, of a course entitled: The Sociocultural Contexts of Disability and Inclusive Education, a
required course in several graduate programmes at our US university that lead to state certification
as a TSD. It is important to note that students’ participation in the study was not mandatory, but was
voluntary and anonymous; informed consent was obtained from all participants and the study met
the rigorous standards of ethical review of human subjects research at our institution. Most students
enrolled in the course opted into voluntary participation in the study through anonymous submission of their written class activities at the close of the semester.
Since we had no way of knowing which students gave consent and which opted out (although
more than 95% of enrolled students opted in), it is not possible to provide a breakdown of demographic and other information pertaining to the specific participants in the study. However, by
way of providing some context and information, more than 80% of the students in the graduate
programmes that this particular course serves are females and more than 80% of our students
identify as White in their programme applications. While the programme does not collect demographic information generally on one’s identity vis-à-vis disability, we feel confident in saying that
the vast majority of our students identify as nondisabled. Both authors are faculty members in this
graduate programme in teacher education which leads to TSD certification. Both are female; one
identifies as Southeast Asian while the other identifies as White; both are regarded as nondisabled
women.
This particular course aims to orient students to the perspectives offered in disability studies
and to stimulate critical discussion on individual, cultural, and institutional discourses and practices pertaining to the education of children with disabilities. By exploring sociocultural perspectives on disability, students critique the assumptions implicit in both special and general
education and consider that disability labels are not absolute categories, but rather, ones that
are culturally defined and that reflect a differential balance of power and privilege in society.
The conceptual distinction of impairment vs. disability oppression is central to the course, as
is an understanding of social justice pedagogy as that which works to actively engage with
oppression and unequal relations of power. Furthermore, through this course, students learn
to develop strategies for infusing critical disability perspectives into everyday classroom instruction, curriculum, and inclusive education practices, and are expected to develop some understanding of school inclusion as a vehicle for equitable, socially just education and broader
cultural and societal change.
In King’s (1991) study, she offers the conceptual device of dysconscious racism as emergent from
her qualitative analysis of her students’ writing in response to an open-ended question she posed at
the outset of a graduate-level course in the social foundations of education. She presented her students with statistical documentation of disparities of experience and access between Blacks and
Whites in the US, and asked them in a short-answer essay to account for these disparities. Our
inquiry extrapolates from this design, posing open-ended questions to students in a graduate-level
course on the sociocultural foundations of dis/ability and inclusion in schools.
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On the first night of class, we asked our students to respond in short-answer format to a range of
questions. The data analysed in this manuscript are only those data generated in response to the following two questions:
(1) ‘How would you define the term “disability”?’ and
(2) ‘Sometimes students with disabilities are educated in separate classrooms for those with disabilities. What do you think is the reason for their placement in these separate classrooms?’
In contrast to King’s design, we presented our students with the exact same set of questions on the
final night of the course, asking them again to respond to the set of questions in short-answer format.
This design enabled us to explore both the meanings our students brought to the ideas of disability
and educational segregation at the start of the course, as well as to explore the sense they made of
these constructs at the close of the course, thus allowing us to explore the nature of any conceptual
shifts that may have occurred during that time.
Strategies of data analysis
Qualitative methods were used to analyse the data, and a content analysis was conducted on the two
pieces of writing described above, employing a two-pronged strategy of analysis. The first prong was
inductive and multilayered, and involved conducting a content analysis of the themes that emerged
in the data across all student responses to each of the two questions, with an additional layer of analysis comparing responses to the same questions at beginning and end of semester.
The second prong of analysis involved analysing both our own inductive thematic categories and
student responses categorised therein through the analytic lens of the conceptual framework offered
by King (1991) and King and Ladson-Billings (1990) of Category I (conservative), Category II (liberal), and Category III (radical) thinking. See Table 1 for a concise summary of our definitions of
these codes including examples from the data illustrating their relation to students’ understandings
of dis/ability and of educational segregation on the basis of dis/ability.
Our conceptualisations of these categories for the purposes of this analysis are in close alignment
with Gabel and Connor (2014), in that ‘we use conservative to mean a traditional or conventional
orientation toward disability, disability policy, and institutional practices’ (xxv). Thus, because by
conservative we mean the conservation or upholding of traditional understandings and practices,
our conceptualisation of conservative (Category I) understandings of disability included, for
example, those grounded in the dominant and traditional medical model of disability and individual
impairment. Likewise, our conceptualisation of conservative (Category I) rationales for disability
segregation included the presumed naturalness of traditional special education practices, as well
as those grounded in circular assumptions that segregation is justified by impairment and a belief
in the benefits or beneficence of such arrangements.
Likewise, and also in alignment with Gabel and Connor’s usage, we use Category II (liberal or
progressive) to alternatively characterise views that ‘seek reform or change’ and that ‘uphold liberal
values of equal access, inclusion, and multiculturalism’ (xxv–xxvi), and that hold that ‘we are a
society full of diverse social groups identified by race, gender, country of origin, language, religion,
socio-economic status, sexual orientation, etc., and that our diversity is cause for celebration’ (81).
Such an orientation, for example, would ‘make one more likely to support inclusive education
and thinking of disability as socially constructed’ (xxvi). Thus, because core characteristics of liberal
conceptualisations of disability include an assertion that disability is socially constructed, a belief that
it is a valuable facet of human diversity, and a desire to reform or to change traditional practices to
ensure greater equity, we have categorised student responses framing disability as a sociocultural
phenomenon as well as those framing disability as a form of diversity as Category II in our typology.
The development of our definition of Category III (radical) thinking, for the purposes of this
analysis, is deeply grounded within our reflections upon the extrapolated notion of dysconscious
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Table 1. Definitions and examples of Category l, ll, and lll thinking about disability and educational segregation.
Category I (Conservative)

Category II (Liberal)

Category III (Radical)

Conceptualisations of
disability

Disability as deficit, beginning
and ending with individual
impairment (clearly
conceptualised in implicit or
explicit relation to
‘normalcy’)
Examples:
‘Disability means someone
who doesn’t have the
mental, social, and
emotional ability to fully
comprehend actions, words,
activities, or bodily
functions.’
‘I would define the word
disability as someone who is
not capable of performing
cognitive, physical, or
emotional skills on their
own.’

Disability as disablement (structural
explanation – disablement as
systemic discrimination, ableist
oppression)
Examples:
‘Something that holds a person
back from full inclusion in the
world – could be cultural
repression or physically based. The
“hidden” disability or secondary
disability is the sociocultural loss
of respect and mistreatment of
those with disabilities. This links to
the civil right aspect of disability.’
‘Disability is created when society
aims to fix, change, or cure
someone who is not perceived as
normal, rather than changing the
environment to one where all
people are able to thrive and coexist.’

Explanations for
educational
segregation

Segregation natural,
necessary, beneficial
(usually either due to
benevolent claim that it
meets the needs of
individual disabled students,
or that it prevents the needs
of disabled students from
infringing upon the rights of
nondisabled students; rests
upon the conceptual and
ontological divide of
‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’
students)
Examples:
‘(In self-contained
classrooms) children with
disabilities can get more 1
on 1 attention and may be
easier for them to grasp the
concept more fully.’
‘One reason for a placement
is that child may need a
small group setting.
Sometimes too much
stimulus “sets them off” and
they can become a danger
to themselves or others.’

Disability as aspect of human
variation (natural, neutral,
and/or valued), and/or
conceptualisation of disability
as a sociocultural
phenomenon (e.g. labelling,
etc.)
Examples: ‘Disability is a type
of diversity; it is a culture.
Disability is one only part or
aspect of a person and it does
not define them. It also does
not limit them from having
dreams, expectations, or rights
as a human being. It is not a
label!’
‘Disability is a variance. A
naturally occurring variance of
the human condition.
Disability is a different, neither
good nor bad, way of being,
that may be of a physical,
emotional, or cognitive
nature.’
Segregation related to disability
discrimination, fear (of
individual agents – due to
individual people acting in a
discriminatory manner;
disability as tolerated or
valued variation that is poorly
understood and therefore the
object of discrimination)
Examples:
‘It may also have to do with a
teacher pushing the child out
of the room because they
don’t want to teach him/her.’
‘I think placing children in
separate classrooms is an easyout for teachers. It’s an easy
way to sort students, but it in
no way makes it right.’

Segregation as a central structural
mechanism of traditional
schooling practices, grounded in
institutionalised and intersecting
forms of racism, classism, and
ableism
Examples:
‘Racial profiling’.
‘Overrepresentation also plays a
role where special education also
serves as a form of race
segregation.’
‘Branch of the medical model &
referral system which is very
common in most school systems
across the US.’

ableism, precisely because of the conspicuous absence of conscious critical reflection upon ableism in
our students’ responses. We concur with Gabel and Connor’s conceptualisation of Category III
thinking when they say that, ‘Along with sexism and racism, ableism is a very potent force that
reinforces stereotypes, perpetuates barriers – both physical and attitudinal – and prevents people
with disabilities gaining access too [sic], participating in, and contributing to all aspects of society’
(102). However, King’s (1991) conceptualisations of Categories I, II, and III give us an even more
incisive tool with which to distinguish Liberal (Category II) from Radical (Category III) thinking.
According to King, in Category II explanations of racism, ‘the emphasis is on the denial of equal
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opportunity’ and Category II arguments may ‘explain discrimination as the result of prejudice or
racist [ableist] attitudes’ (137). Additionally, Category II explanations of racism ‘fail to call into question the basic structural inequity of the social order’ (139). Indeed, what distinguished Category III
(radical) responses for King was that they did not explain inequities as a result of individual prejudices or racist [ableist] attitudes, but rather, explained inequities by acknowledging that they are ‘part
of the framework of a society in which racism [ableism] and discrimination are normative’ (136).
Thus, in the present analysis, a Category III response would be distinguished from a Category II
response with some recognition of the systemic, structural, and institutionalised ways in which ableist discourses and practices are made to be normative.
Once we reached consensus on our working distinctions among conservative, liberal, and radical
responses within this conceptual framework, each author independently coded the student
responses, categorised as falling into one or more of these three categories. A number of responses
were double coded as falling within two categories as they contained clear elements of more than one
category of response; thus, the number of responses coded within each category may exceed the total
number of student responses. The numbers reported in this analysis represent those categorisations
on which the researchers shared 100% analytic agreement.

Findings
Similar to King’s (1991) analysis, we begin our presentation of findings with a summary of the proportion of Categories I, II, and III responses to our questions asking what disability is and requesting
explanations for educational segregation on the basis of that concept. We also present our summary
of the proportion of Categories I, II, and III responses at the end of the semester, and utilise the conceptual device of dysconscious ableism as a heuristic device that enables us to make some sense of the
nature of the shifts that occurred (and those that did not occur) over the course of the semester.
While we were at first heartened by some of the shifts that our students demonstrated over the course
of the semester in their conceptual thinking about disability and about educational segregation on
the basis of notions of disability, we became somewhat less sanguine when we engaged in this second
prong of our data analysis, which illustrated more clearly to us what did not shift in their thinking:
that is, that illustrated the intractability of dysconscious ableism.
In King’s description of several of her Category I explanations, which she describes as ‘begin[ning]
and end[ing] with slavery’ (137), she cites one student who actually drew metaphorically upon disability as a conceptual metaphor in explaining current racial inequities and stratification, writing that
‘each generation passed this disability [of the historical fact of slavery] on’ (137). If King’s students’
Category I, largely conservative explanations for racial disparities begin and end with slavery, our
students’ Category I conservative conceptualisations of disability may be described as beginning
and ending with impairment. Largely grounded in medical model conceptualisations of disability
as impairment, our Category I conceptualisations of dis/ability relied upon the foundational assumption that disability (assumed to be impairment, deficit, and deviance) resides in the individual child.
For example, students defined disability as ‘a “deficit” either emotionally, intellectually, cognitivaley
[sic], physically, etc., in which a child is developing irregularly’, ‘anything that may not be considered
the “norm”’, ‘someone who doesn’t have the mental, social and emotional ability to fully comprehend actions, words, activities or bodily functions’, and ‘anything physical, emotional, or mental
that may hinder a person’s abilities’.
On the basis of the dominance of these foundational Category I assumptions conceptualising disability as individual impairment, it is not at all surprising that most Category I explanations for educational segregation present it as a necessary, appropriate, taken for granted, and even benevolent
response to the ‘fact’ of individual impairment. And whereas King describes her Category I explanations as having ‘historical determinism [as] a key feature’ (King 1991, 137), we may describe
our Category I conceptualisations of dis/ability and explanations of educational segregation on
that basis to have biological determinism as a key feature. Many of the Category I explanations for
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educational segregation may be characterised as somewhat circular in nature: the students are segregated because they are disabled (impaired), and it seems to be taken for granted that impairment is
a natural or adequate explanation for educational segregation (in much the same way as King’s students considered the history of slavery a self-evident explanation for persistent racial segregation).
For example, students’ explanations for segregation included claims such as: ‘Some students with disabilities are better educated in separate classrooms due to their disabilities,’ ‘Their inability to function in an inclusive classroom setting [is] due to emotional, social, and academic levels,’ ‘Some
disabilities are so severe that the children need to be in separate classrooms with more support
staff and teachers that are certified in special education,’ and ‘Students who are low functioning
or have severe disabilities are placed in separate classrooms to benefit themselves and their peers.’
One student argued that
Self contained classrooms are for students who are not ready for typical social interactions or will not understand materials being covered. A low functioning child should not be in the room w/ a typical child if they have
no social [sic] & no understanding.

Thus, Category I conceptualisations of disability as individual impairment appear to provide what is
generally regarded as a sufﬁcient explanation for persistent educational segregation on the basis of
disability, and one that is also frequently grounded in language of beneﬁcence: segregation is not only
taken for granted and necessary, but good, because it beneﬁts both the disabled students and their
nondisabled peers. That’s what segregated classrooms ‘are for’.
A close read of our data indicates that the vast majority of shifts that students’ understandings
underwent over the course of the semester involved shifts from Category I sets of assumptions
toward Category II sets of assumptions (while often retaining clear vestiges of Category I thinking
even as they expand their conceptualisations to be inclusive of a broader set of assumptions).
Thus, about half of our students over the course of the semester broadened their thinking on disability as impairment and the educational segregation of disabled students as natural and good to include
a broader, more sociocultural conceptualisation of disability that allowed for valuing of disability
experience and an understanding of educational segregation as at least potentially discriminatory.
Based upon this shift toward beginning to value disability experience as not necessarily deficient
or deviant, but as a variant on human experience that they may as of yet be unfamiliar with, many of
them underwent a concomitant shift in their explanations of educational segregation on the basis of
disability as well. Thus, common explanations that emerged at the close of the semester were that
segregation on the basis of disability was either an unintended consequence of decision-making
by individuals who are either uninformed or unenlightened about disability as diversity, or was
the result of individuals making decisions that are actively discriminatory in nature. For example,
explanations included: ‘The reason is not enough education for those that decided students with
so-called disabilities should be in separate classrooms,’ ‘I believe they are placed in those classrooms
because faculty misunderstands what they are capable of (stereotypes and assumptions),’ ‘In reality it
[disability] makes them [teachers] feel uncomfortable and they don’t know how to handle it,’ or ‘The
general classroom teacher does not know how to (or chooses not to) meet their needs.’ These emergent Category II responses, although in many ways representing growth from the dominance of Category I responses at the beginning of the semester, nevertheless also represent a problematic trend in
and of themselves when viewed through the conceptual lens of dysconscious ableism.
According to King, in Category II explanations ‘the emphasis is on the denial of equal opportunity’ and Category II arguments may ‘explain discrimination as the result of prejudice or racist [ableist] attitudes’ (137). However, Category II explanations also ‘fail to call into question the basic
structural inequity of the social order’ (139). In addition to this persistent failure to question, or
even to acknowledge, structural inequities, there also appears to be a somewhat self-satisfied tone
to many of these end-of-semester responses: in the absence of the consideration of structural inequities, they seem content and even eager to point to either ignorance or bigotry on the part of other
individuals as explanations for persistent educational segregation on the basis of dis/ability
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(especially other teachers, who emerged as a common scapegoat in end-of-semester explanations).
And yet, there persists a curious absence of critical interrogation of students’ own roles (including
a consideration of the ways in which one may have benefitted from the systematic segregation of
others) in the structural apparatus of educational segregation in schools.
In contrast, a small handful of Category III explanations do begin to recognise, name, and call into
question the basic structural inequities of the social order, including the ways in which some people
benefit from these inequities at the expense of others. Therefore, we see in our very few Category
III explanations of educational segregation, for example, the assertions that ‘special education also
serves as a form of race segregation’, that ‘the general education teacher [sic] concern can be placed
on raising test scores’ and that segregated classrooms operate as a ‘branch of the medical model & referral system which is very common in most school systems across the U.S.’. Thus, we see emergent Category III understandings of segregated educational arrangements as acknowledging that they exist
within entrenched and institutionalised cultural relations of inequity, in which bureaucratic identification and referral processes, ideologies such as racism, and industries such as standardised testing,
for example, all may play a part. It is this emergent understanding of the systemic nature of inequality
that we contend will best equip teachers to ‘act in favor of truly equitable education’ (King 1991, 134).
However, an overwhelming majority of our students offered Category I explanations (of both disability and of educational segregation) at the outset of the semester (see Tables 2 and 3). Indeed, Category II explanations at the outset of the semester were rare, and Category III explanations were
entirely absent. Even by the end of the semester, although roughly half of the students’ responses
indicated elements of Category II responses, fully half continued to be firmly grounded in Category
I responses, and Category III responses continued to be quite rare. The vast preponderance of Category I and Category II conceptualisations (and the virtual absence of Category III conceptualisations) in our data, even by the end of the semester, would seem to support King’s claim that
dysconsciousness appears to make it difficult for students even to perceive, let alone to claim,
more critical conceptualisations of the structural nature of inequities, which therefore makes
them less able to act to dismantle the structural bases for those inequities in their own work.

Discussion
According to King (1991), most of her students begin her Social Foundations of Education course
with ‘limited knowledge and understanding of societal inequity’ (135). King also notes that her students ‘have difficulty explaining “liberal” and “conservative” standpoints on contemporary social
Table 2. Analysis of student conceptualisations of disability through conceptual framework of Categories I, II, and III thinking.
Category I:

Category II:

Conceptualisations of
dis/ability

Disability as deficit, beginning
and ending with individual
impairment (clearly
conceptualised in implicit or
explicit relation to ‘normalcy’).

Beginning of
semester

44* (of 50)
*Of the 44 Category I
responses, 4 also contained
elements of a Category II
response.
26* (of 50)
*Of the 26 Category I
responses, 12 of them also
had elements of Category II
assumptions in their response.

Disability as aspect of human
variation (natural, neutral, and/or
valued), and/or
conceptualisation of disability as
a sociocultural phenomenon
(e.g. labelling, etc.).
10* (of 50)
*Of the 10 Category II responses,
4 of those 10 also contained
elements of Category I
assumptions in their response.
32* (of 50)
*Of the 32 Category II responses,
12 of them also had elements of
Category I assumptions in their
response, while 2 of the 32 also
shared elements of a Category III
response.

End of semester

Category III:
Disability as disablement
(structural explanation –
disablement as ableist
discrimination, oppression).
0 (of 50)

2* (of 50)
*2 responses indicated some
awareness of disability as
disablement, although they
also both shared elements of a
Category II response as well.
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Table 3. Analysis of student explanations for educational segregation through conceptual framework of Categories I, II, and III
thinking.
Explanations for
educational
segregation on
basis of dis/ability

Beginning of
semester
End of semester

Category I:

Category II:

Category III:

Segregation natural, necessary,
or beneficial (either
unquestioned or due to
benevolent claim that it meets
the needs of individual
disabled students, or that it
prevents the needs of disabled
students from infringing upon
the rights of nondisabled
students; rests upon the
conceptual and ontological
divide of ‘normal’ and
‘abnormal’ students).
47 (of 50)

Segregation related to disability
discrimination, fear (of
individual agents – due to
individual people acting in a
discriminatory or ill-informed
manner; disability as tolerated or
valued variation that is poorly
understood and therefore the
object of discrimination).

Segregation as a central structural
mechanism of traditional
schooling practices, grounded
in institutionalised and
intersecting forms of racism,
classism, and ableism.

2 (of 50)

0 (of 50)

28* (of 50)
*Of the 28 Category I
responses at end-of-semester,
12 of them also contained
elements of Category II
responses.

33* (of 50)
*Of the 33 Category II responses
at end-of-semester, 12 of them
also contained elements of
Category I responses and 5 of
them also contained elements of
Category III responses.

5* (of 50)
*Of the 5 Category III responses
at end-of-semester, all 5 also
contained elements of Category
II responses.

and educational issues, and are even less familiar with “radical” perspectives (King and Ladson-Billings 1990)’ (135). We also find that our students’ explanations for educational segregation often lack
evidence of critical ethical judgment on the intertwined bases of dis/ability, racial, class, and gender
stratification and segregation in schools, which we interpret as a hallmark of dysconscious ableist
(and racist, and classist, etc.) thinking. Nor are we surprised that our own students are quick to
note their own abhorrence of ableism and other forms of prejudice and discrimination, and that
they readily identify and label them as such in others, but that they are less often able to recognise
these forms of discrimination or impaired thinking in themselves or in institutional structures
beyond individual personal prejudice or bias. And congruent with King’s experience of her students
vis-à-vis race, our students enter the course appearing not only to be unaware of more critical or
radical conceptualisations of dis/ability (e.g. grounded in concepts such as ableist privilege, disablement, and disability oppression), but also to be ‘unaware of how their own subjective identities reflect
an uncritical identification with the existing social order’ (135).
These liberal (Category II) explanations which euphemistically celebrate diversity in the absence
of any apparent awareness of the structural inequities in the social order of schooling would seem to
be just as firmly grounded in dysconsciousness as are Category I, deficit-oriented explanations.
Indeed, it may be possible that Category II thinking may ultimately be more dangerous than Category I thinking if students are not supported through subsequent coursework to continue to expand
their thinking about disability and educational segregation – their Category II responses could be
interpreted as locating responsibility elsewhere (other people’s ignorance or bigotry) and therefore
seem unlikely to position them to actively work to affect changes that would impact structural
inequities in schools. As King notes, this kind of thinking is still a ‘hallmark of [ableism]’ (135),
and yet, as long as our students leave our course feeling that they personally are quite enlightened
and progressive in their own individual practice, they are unlikely to consider themselves in need
of further personal, critically self-reflective work on their own dysconscious ableism, nor to engage
in collective action to dismantle institutionalised ableism.
In interpreting our data both inductively and through the conceptual lens of dysconscious ableism, one of the most glaring observations we feel compelled to make is the extent to which discussions of ableism in schooling and in teacher education lag decades behind similar discussions about
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critical multiculturalism and other facets of social justice education. For example, King (1991) opens
her manuscript with the claim, ‘The new watchwords in education, “celebrating diversity”, imply the
democratic ethic that all students, regardless of their sociocultural backgrounds, should be educated
equitably’ (133). It is less clear to us that teacher education in general has likewise embraced the
democratic ethic that all students, regardless of their dis/ability identity, should be educated equitably. It seems worth noting that in the late 1980s, when King’s data were collected, between ½ and 2/3
of her students responded with Category II explanations for persistent racial inequities at the outset
of the semester. Virtually all of our students, nearly 3 decades later, began the semester with firmly
entrenched Category I explanations, and by the end of a semester’s active participation in intensive
pedagogical strategies specifically designed to disrupt Category I thinking, they began to approach
(but did not) the ratio of Category II to Category I responses that King’s students espoused at the
outset. Thus, it would seem that deficit-based conceptualisations of disability and explanations for
persistent educational segregation circularly grounded in that concept have been much more likely
to go unchallenged through the processes of teacher education than have deficit-based conceptualisations of race.
We have elsewhere (Lalvani and Broderick, with Fine, Michelli, and Jacobowitz 2015) invited our
teacher educator colleagues to actively engage in a difficult dialogue reflecting upon the extent to
which we, as social justice minded teacher educators, may thus far have failed to adequately interrogate our own dependence upon dis/ability-based segregation as a central organising mechanism
in the US-schooling practices. For decades now, social justice educators and critical multiculturalists
have been decrying the negative impact of neoliberal notions of ‘tolerating’ or ‘celebrating’ diversity,
in the absence of critical and radical engagement with institutionalised and structurally interlocking
manifestations of racism, classism, and so on. And yet, within the scope of considering issues related
to dis/ability in schooling, it seems that such liberal conceptualisations that position disability
squarely within human diversity and therefore to be not only tolerated, but also valued, are about
as progressive an orientation as one might reasonably expect the vast majority of teacher candidates
to have ever been exposed to (let alone to actually espouse).
If we are to offer a Category III explanation for this phenomenon ourselves, we must acknowledge
the role and position that dis/ability occupies in teacher education. For the most part, teachers who
are not preparing for specific certification as TSD are unlikely to receive this kind of concerted antiableist pedagogy in their teacher preparation curriculum. Thus, we would argue that teacher preparation in general can often be faulted not only for failing to critically address dysconscious ableism
through active anti-ableist pedagogy (as an integral part of anti-bias social justice pedagogies), but
also that much of what teachers learn about disability in their teacher preparation involves ‘normative way[s] of thinking and naming experience’ that actively contributes to and reproduces their
ongoing dysconsciousness around ableist inequities, thus significantly impairing their ability to
work to dismantle those inequities in schools.

Conclusions and implications
Nevertheless, we would contend that there is cause for hope, as the conceptual notion of dysconsciousness gives us very concrete and actionable guidance in terms of developing anti-ableist social
justice pedagogies within anti-ableist teacher education. As King notes in an interview,
If I say, well, it’s racism [ableism], it doesn’t give me enough information about what is happening and what is
the solution to their problem. So if you say the problem is dysconsciousness, that points you to something to
work on. (Brandon 2006, 200)

How, then, might we work on dysconscious ableism in teacher education? Based upon our analysis,
we offer here four modest and interrelated implications for disrupting dysconscious ableism in and
through teacher education, and therefore for disrupting the continuing miseducation of teachers.
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First, and perhaps most obviously, our analyses of these data clearly indicate that although students are making some significant shifts in their thinking around dis/ability through exposure to
anti-ableist social justice pedagogies, we cannot expect the work of disrupting dysconsciousness
around ableism to be the work of a single course (any more so than we would expect the disruption
of dysconsciousness around race or class to be so). While a course such as this on the sociocultural
foundations of dis/ability may lay necessary groundwork and conceptual foundations for this difficult work, it is imperative that the disruption of ableist dysconsciousness be deeply intertwined
throughout our teacher preparation coursework. It is clear that if students are to be expected to
actively engage in the difficult work of actually dismantling ableist inequities as they manifest in
schools, they must first be able to perceive them, and therefore to develop Category III conceptual
understandings of these complex issues.
Second, based upon our analysis we would concur with King (1991) that ‘prospective teachers
need both an intellectual understanding of schooling and inequity as well as self-reflective, transformative emotional growth experiences’ (134). In this study, although our students experienced some
growth and evolution in their thinking, our data indicate that these concepts nevertheless proved to
be quite resistant to radical change and transformation. In a related study (Lalvani and Broderick
2013), we reported on the use of experiential learning to disrupt ableist dysconsciousness in the
specific context of disability simulations in classrooms, which proved to be a powerful disruptor.
Thus, we concur with King in contending that the disruption of dysconsciousness we seek to catalyse
through our work requires engagement that is intellectual but is simultaneously deeper than that – it
requires experiential learning that engages deeply with personal experience and emotion, and that
places the critically self-reflective learner at the very centre of generating and constructing new
and transformative forms of knowledge and therefore of practice in schools.
Third, we argue that addressing dysconsciousness (around ableism, racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, etc.) must be central and integral components of both P-12 social justice education and of
teacher education. Comparing our ratio of Category I to Category II responses on disability both at
the outset and at the end of our semester to King’s ratio of Categories I to II responses on race at the
outset of her semester nearly 30 years prior was a sobering yet galvanising experience. Efforts to
address ableist dysconsciousness in teacher education lag nearly three decades behind those addressing dysconsciousness around race, class, and gender. There is much that DSE-oriented teacher educators have to learn from the decades-long traditions of anti-bias and social justice education, and
aligning anti-ableist initiatives with those can only benefit our teachers, our students, and ourselves
as well. Likewise, there is much that teacher educators concerned with social justice have to learn
from the efforts of DSE-oriented teacher educators. Disrupting dysconscious ableism, along with
other forms of dysconsciousness, is a necessary component of teacher preparation for all teachers,
not merely for those teachers seeking certification as TSD.
This will obviously require explicit attention paid to the critical preparedness of teacher educators
to do this work, and to the persistent and pervasive dysconsciousness of teacher educators on the
topic of ableism, specifically. Teacher educators who experience uninterrogated dysconsciousness
are unlikely to acknowledge – let alone to disrupt – that dysconsciousness. We thus, in closing, concur with King’s (1991) premises and make an analogous claim of our own:
Dysconscious [ableism] must be made the subject of educational intervention … Teacher educators must
therefore challenge both liberal and conservative ideological thinking on these matters if we want students
to consider seriously the need for fundamental change in society and in education. (140)

Only then may we move toward a more liberatory praxis in socially just teacher education.

Note
1. We use the term ‘dis/ability’ purposefully as a visual disruption of the more common ‘disability’ and to invoke
the mutually constitutive and symbiotic nature of the concepts of ‘ability’ and ‘disability’. Disability does not
exist outside of the conceptual notion of ability, and therefore cannot exist outside of ableism itself. Thus,
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when we refer to unequal relations of dis/ability, we wish to highlight both the commonly exploited or marginalised designation of ‘disabled’ simultaneously with its necessary, though less visible, corollary of ‘abled’ expectations, assumptions, experiences and identities, the latter of which are generally (though dysconsciously)
constituted as normative.
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